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Abstract 
In this paper, we will introduce the devolution of ports (seaports and river ports) governance in People’s Republic of 
China since its foundation in 1949. From laggard ports infrastructure to international level ports clusters, the huge 
changes of ports in China only spend no more than sixty years. The fast seaports and river ports development in 
recent years fascinate us to analyze the uncovered effects of the ports governance. We separate the developing 
process into three periods: integrated and controlled by the Ministry of Communications (MOC, 1949-1984); jointly 
managed by MOC and local port authority (1985-2001); and managed by local port administration bureau (2002-
present). Further, we will introduce the development cases, and will analyze positive and negative effects of main 
ports governance on different periods. It should be noticed that China’s economic reform is carried under the original 
political structure and framework. This paper is concluded by asserting that it can be tell the reforms in solving 
china’s ports problems are prove to be successful, although there leave some problems need to be considered further. 
© 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and peer-review under responsibility of Beijing Jiaotong 
University (BJU) and Systems Engineering Society of China (SESC).   
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1. Introduction 
Water transport in China has a long history, and has been the basic part of the whole combined 
transport system. The development of water transport has a very important sense for the society. The 
ports in China mainly consist of river ports and seaports, and the development of river ports and seaports 
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on different history ages is different, Wang (2007) discussed the developing process of ports system in 
China since Qin and Han dynasties, and analyzed their spatial features in details.  
In the past nearly 30 years, with a series of polices adjustment and globalization economics 
development, China’s economic has experienced fast growth, which can be seen from the GDP index as 
shown in Fig. 1. The open door policy was introduced with the intention to encourage trade and 
technology transfer and to reform state-owned enterprises (SOEs).  The policy also involved the 
decentralization and rationalization of economic decision-making within the government (Cullinane and 
Wang, 2007). There are many reviews about China’s economics reform (Nolan,1995; Morris, Hassard, 
and Sheehan, 2002; Yang, 2002; Zeng and Williamson, 2003; Wu, 2004; Holz, 2008), whatever, we can 
optimistically tell the latest phase of the economic reform prove to be successful,  since the rapid 
development of China’s economy and its increasing impact on the global economy, and also, comparing a 
‘big bang’ approach to transformation of the market of former socialist republics of the Soviet Union and 
some of the independent Eastern European countries; however, there are also leave many problems, 
which leave space for the practitioners in China.   
The ports mainly distributed in the middle and east of China, Fig. 2 shows the locations of China’s 
major ports, which includes the river ports and seaports. Ports change clearly with the effects of policies 
since the foundation of the People’s Republic of China in 1949. On the whole ages from 1950-1980, the 
number of ports is small, and the mainly port system is focus on Yangtse River (river ports), and the 
circle Bo Sea area (Seaports) (Xu, 2005). Fig. 3 demonstrated the growth over time of cargo throughput 
in China, which shows the fast growth in the past ten years (1998-2008) on both output and input of 
cargos. Fig. 3 also shows the transform from output less than input of cargos to output more than input of 
cargos, and the trend is clearer in recent years. Fig. 4 demonstrate the most important seaports in China 
and the growth over time of cargo throughput at these seaports, which shows the different developing 
speed of different ports, which affected by complex facts. Further, Table 1 collected the port development 
in recently, China own the number of river ports 115, and the number of seaports is 87 (China port, 2009). 
Furthermore, China continued to be listed the best connected country in 2008, and approximately 40 
percent of containerships include one or more Chinese ports in their liner shipping itinerary (UNCTAD, 
2008). 
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Fig. 1. GDP of China (in Billion RMB).  
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Fig. 2. Major ports in China
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Fig. 3. Output and Input of Goods in China (in Billion US$). 
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Fig. 4. Growth in Cargo Throughput at the Major Seaports in China (in Million Tons).  
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Table 1. Port development in People’s Republic of China   
Years 
Seaports River Ports 
Dock Length 
(m) 
Number of Berths (# with Ten-
Thousand Ton Level) 
Dock Length 
(m) 
Number of Berths (# with Ten-
Thousand Ton Level) 
1985 - 373(173) - - 
1990 - 967(284) - - 
1995 159139 1519(394) 192769 5011(44) 
1999 196281 1686(490) 326350 7908(52) 
2000 205042 1772(518) 259116 6305(55) 
2001 212290 1772(527) 299461 7070(59) 
2002 219150 1790(547) 310790 6677(62) 
2003 280756 2562(650) 283699 5887(121) 
2004 316520 2849(687) 351643 6938(150) 
2005 378678 3641(769) 366387 7011(186) 
2006 417749 3804(883) 389353 7704(225) 
2007 456632 3970(967) 471029 8161(250) 
Source: www.stats.gov.cn , www.chinaports.com.cn, www.shippingchina.com, Xu and Zhang(2006)
This paper is organized as follows: some studies about port governance in China are introduced in the 
next section. We gave our overviews about the devolution of ports (river ports and seaports) governance 
in Section 3.  The conclusions will be given in the last section.  
2. Literature review 
As one of the most important and busiest ports clusters, the studies of ports governance in China 
fascinate the interests of many researchers (Huang et al., 2007; Peng, 2010; Feng, et al., 2011). Han (1999) 
analyzed the main drawbacks of the current management pattern of Yangtse River ports and discussed the 
basic governance framework based on the economic reform policies for the ports reform; He also gave his 
perspective of how to deal with the ports governance after the separation the dual roles (the policy 
regulator and the market player) of local ports authorities. Wang, Ng and Olivier (2004) adopted 
governance approach to address the institutional changes in the port industry of China in relation to an 
ongoing internationalization of port management; by contrasting the examples of two typical ports: 
Shanghai and Shenzhen, they gave particular attention to the role of port authorities and specific 
corporatization practices under reform, and concluded that China’s ports stakeholder communities, 
logistical capabilities as well as scalar politics are best explained through institutional factors. Wong 
(2005) examined the issues of corporate governance as it evolves in China. Through an examination of 
present discourses of corporate governance in China, he argued that Chinese discussions on corporate 
governance seemed to be captive of the Anglo-American model. Such an approach was flawed and 
fraught with internal contradictions and failed to take seriously prevailing institutional arrangements and 
practices in China which necessarily impacts and alters the logic and direction of the ‘received’ model. 
Wong further suggested that rather than merely replicating a ‘flawed’ and culturally specific model, 
China can take a different route. This would require China to craft and adopt a model that takes into 
account the economic and social needs of China instead of a corporate governance model developed for 
other countries. Xu (2005) separated the development of ports in China into three stages: the recovering 
and developing stage (1949-1972), the initial developing state (1973-1978), and the fast developing stage 
(1979-present). He also introduced the developing status on each stage, which includes the structure of 
seaports, river ports and water ways. Xu and Zhang (2006) reviewed the development of ports in China, 
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and separate it into five stages, which include: the first stage (1949-the initial of seventieth years of 
twenty century), which was focus on technical update, and ports development was slowly; the second 
stage (the seventieth years of twenty century), which was focus on improve the throughout capacity and 
strength the functions of ports; the third stage (the eightieth years of twenty century), which was the high 
speed development stage of seaports with the sixth ‘five years’ plan and seventh ‘five years’ plan; the 
fourth stage (the ninetieth years of twenty century), which was focus on structure of the deep water 
harbors and professional ports; the fifth stage (the initial of twenty-one century to present), which was 
focus on the structure of large-scale ports and professional berths, and improve the ports service level 
wholly. Cullinane and Wang (2007) pointed out that the governance structure for China’s ports has 
changed dramatically over the last few decades concomitant with wider national economic development 
and reform, and one of the most important linchpins of port reform in China has been the privatization 
policy that has been pursued, despite the fact that the political ideology underpinning government and its 
institutions regards this term as anathema -- so much so that it is frequently avoided in official documents 
in favor of ‘corporatization’ or ‘marketization’.  Cullinane and Wang concluded that the underlying 
objective and progress towards that objective are quite clear, while port reform in China may be described 
as rather a passive and slow-moving process; however, they also pointed out that what remains unclear is 
to what extent the emergent governance structure will influence the future development of the port 
industry in China. 
3. The devolution of ports (river ports and seaports) governance 
In general, the port governance system in China experienced three main stages since 1949: extremely 
integrated and centrally controlled by the Ministry of Communications (MOC, as the representative of the 
Chinese central government); jointly managed by Ministry of Communications and local port authority 
(as the representative of the local municipal government). Managed by port administration bureau (as the 
representative of the local municipal government, in some port cities, certain of the port authority’s 
former responsibilities were embedded in the local transportation administration department of bureau). 
There are different backgrounds on the devolution of port governance, totally, the trend towards 
decentralization of port governance. 
3.1. The period of integrated and controlled by the MOC: 1949-1984 
After the foundation of the people’s republic of China on 1949, and with the political system facts, the 
whole political and economical management framework was following the system of the former socialist 
republics of the Soviet Union. On this stage, Chinese central government carried planned economy and a 
high level of centralization. On the field of port, the MOC as the representative of the Chinese central 
government carried an extremely vertically integrated and centrally controlled. All seaports that were 
large in production scale and main river ports directly managed by MOC, Small ports (seaports and river 
ports) are managed by local transport authorities (bureaus).  On the management of ports, the MOC was 
the owner of the ports and manage all the activities and decision-making. The basic framework of port 
governance for main seaports and river ports on this stage can be shown as in Fig. 5. 
 On the initial years of the foundation of the people’s republic of China, this port governance pattern is 
useful since the central government could develop an overall national strategic plan across the whole of 
the country’s port network, and keep the safety and stability for the whole society (part of the river ports 
and seaports mainly used for military affairs). On this stage, the developments of ports focus on improve 
the throughput and adjust the functions of ports. With the improvement of Chinese central government 
with other countries and the foreign trade increase greatly, the capacity of seaports can not follow the 
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Fig. 5. Main seaports and river ports governance model (1949-1984) 
Fig. 6. Main Seaports and River Ports Governance Model (1985-2001) 
development, the delay of shippers and goods become harder and harder. On 1973, the premier, Zhou 
enlai, proposed “Change the ports within three years”, which brought the first ports building climax, and 
brought chance for the development of seaports. 
On the other hand, since the central government attribute to all the profits and losses from port 
operations, the whole port operations lack of motivation or interest in improving operating efficiency on 
the part of port authorities and local government. Furthermore, the central government can not provide 
sufficient funds for the infrastructure of ports, and human resource need improve further. These cases 
became clearer with the development of economics.   
3.2. The period of jointly managed by MOC and local port authority: 1985-2001 
Facing the obvious drawbacks with the existed port governance pattern, a new system of governance 
was introduced in main ports after 1984. Main ports under the joint control of both central and local 
governments, except the Port of Qinhuangdao, which was the only port direct control by central 
government. There are 37 main ports including seaports and river ports with these pattern, some small in 
production scale was under the control of local government. The basic framework of port governance for 
main seaports and river ports on this stage can be shown as in Fig. 6.   
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On this stage, an obvious change is local governance gained increasing control over the port sector, 
which increase the positive altitude of local government to the development of ports. On this period, 
China just underwent the sixth ‘Five Years (1981-1985)’ plan and was undergoing the seventh ‘Five 
Years (1986-1990)’ plan, the eighth ‘Five Years (1991-1995)’ plan, and the ninth ‘Five Years (1996-
2000)’ plan. On the sixth ‘Five Years’ plan, the central government listed the port infrastructure as the 
strategic emphasis, which brought the second ports building climax, and on the basis of continuing 
developing river ports, the development of seaport start the high speed development stage. From Table 1, 
on the seven ‘Five Years’ period, the number of berths on seaports from 373 on 1985 improve to 967 on 
1990, and the number of berths with ten-thousand ton level on seaports from 173 on 1985 improve to 284 
on 1990. Further, on the eighth and ninth ‘Five Years’ period, the total dock length of seaports arrived 
205042 meters, the number of berths on seaports arrived 1772, and 518 of which are berths with ten-
thousand ton level; the total dock length of river ports arrived 259116 meters, the number of berths on 
river ports arrived 6305, and 55 of which are ten-thousand ton level.    
With the fast ports development on this stage, the joint port governance patterns also faced different 
challenges.
(1). Local port authorities played the dual role that under the control of local government and MOC. 
Although local government and MOC have different management duties, it is noted that the patronage of 
the managers of local port authorities was decided by local government, and the arrangement of port 
planning, infrastructure investment, financial autonomy was managed by MOC, which makes the disjoint 
between human resources and operational management. As both MOC and local government were 
government bodies and could not exert any authority over the other, confusion and disputes arose when 
plans or arrangements were not consistent.  
(2). Local port authorities had two roles to play: the policy regulator as a government body and the 
market player as a state-owned enterprise. With the joint port governance patterns, on the one hand, most 
local governments consider the port authorities as enterprises, and port authorities need to operate in 
accordance with the market mechanism; however, the ports ownership are not clear. On the other hand, 
local port authorities were vested with the right to manage the port tolls, and make final decisions on 
many important port development issues. Therefore, the integrated policy of port authorities with the 
policy regulator and market player bring the confusion on port governance.  
It is interesting to find the investment for the port infrastructure on this stage would be sourced not 
only from the central government, but also from local government, commercial bank loans, and foreign 
investment. It is noted that the altitude of Chinese government to foreign investment is actively 
encouraged; however, the upper limit on stakes held by foreign by foreign investors in any single Chinese 
port was set at 49%. The reasons for this setting for the central government can include: it want to retain 
the final say in matters relating to port planning and operation, keep the largest share of the benefits from 
port operation, limit the influence of foreign finance, and keep consistent with the slow paced 
conservative macroeconomic evolution. For more details, it can refer to Cullinane and Wang (2007).  
3.3. The period of managed by local port administration bureau: 2002-present 
There are two events need to be remembered on the development and port governance: one is the 
China’s accession to the world trade organization (WTO) on November 10th, 2001; the other is the effect 
of the Port Law and its complement, the Rules on Port Operation and Management since June 1st, 2004. 
China’s accession to the WTO means there are greater opportunities for foreign investors to compete with 
domestic investors on a more equal basis, with overseas investors enjoying better protection than 
previously through formal processes of judicial review and legal remedy (Li, Cullinane, and Cheng, 2003), 
on the other side, which force the further reform for the local ports authorities to fascinate foreign 
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investment. On 2002, the port governance system changed again. The ports jointed managed by MOC and 
local port authority was move to manage totally by local municipal government, and separate port 
authority the role both regulator and market player. The basic framework of port governance for main 
seaports and river ports on this stage can be shown as in Fig. 7. Now, the ports system reform of China 
has finished the called port governance system “one city, one port, and one administration”, which 
separate port authorities as port administration bureau and a corporatized business entity, there is only one 
administration bureau which represented as government, and different port enterprises manage depend on 
themselves, and Chinese government will no longer retain any ownership of ports. The port management 
system was further strength with the Port Law and its complement, the Rules on Port Operation and 
Management since June 1st, 2004. 
On this period, China just underwent the tenth ‘Five Years (2001-2005)’ plan and was undergoing the 
eleventh ‘Five Years (2006-2010)’ plan. From Table 1, the development of port on this period was not 
only seeking the number of berths, it is also seeking the larger scale in production. The number of berth of 
seaports and river ports arrived 3641 and 7011 separately, and the number of berth with ten-thousand ton 
level of seaports and river ports arrived 769 and 186 separately. The ports infrastructures face the third 
climax on their development.   During the tenth ‘Five Years’, with the background of integration of global 
economics and regional economics, the ports  developing of China begin transfer from the quantity to the 
quality, China’s port has become one of the most important nodes of the international logistical chain (Xu 
and Wang, 2006). 
Fig. 7. Main Seaports and River Ports Governance Model (2002-Present) 
China is undergoing the eleventh ‘Five Years (2006-2010)’ plan, and plays an important role for the 
global economics development, which provides the motivation for the high speed ports development. Port 
governance is still undergoing challenges: 
(1). Insist the port governance under the framework of port laws. With the effect of port law and 
relative port management rules, and the internationalization of ports development, port governance under 
the framework of law should become a basic ruler, which is consist with a successful port law which is 
practical and can adjust the behaviors of port operations. The finish and successful implementation of 
such a port law leave many challenges for the practitioners of ports field. 
(2). Further strength the port reform and fascinating ports investment multiple sources. In general, the 
ports investments are consist of infrastructure investments and operational investments. The ports 
constructions and improvements depend on large number of money and the shortage of money has 
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become an important fact to hold the ports development in the early stage. Furthermore, fascinating ports 
investments depend on efficient ports governance. To fasten the ports infrastructures, it is an efficient way 
to fascinate multiple sources ports investors, construct and share risks together.  
(3). Professional managers are needed for port governance. Beside the implementation under the 
framework of port laws, successful ports governance needs professional managers, which leaves the 
chances for the future practitioners. 
China ports are currently going through a transitional phase of transformation and restructuring. The 
inefficiencies of the existing traditions of port organization, the adjustment pressures of the economic 
environment, and the fiscal constraints have exposed the absence of a matching framework and have 
contributed to the reconsideration of the China port policy in the current. Following international trends, a 
new port governance model has developed, aiming to support autonomous and commercially driven port 
entities. 
4. Conclusions 
The economics reform and open door policy bring the chances for the ports development, especially 
for the seaports development. From the devolution of port governance, it can be found that the 
government tries to adjust the port management policies to support the development. Over the 30 years, 
China has enjoyed rapid economic development, which provided chance for the ports infrastructure 
improvement, and also, provided challenge for the port government. It leaves space for scholars to 
consider the further faster development with more loose policies. To consider many negative problems 
concomitant with the economic development and reform, such as unfair compete, corruption, it in fact 
weak people’s confidence to the success of economic reform. It is no hesitate that China is a very big 
market, and its development affects the global economics, and travel is derived from demand, which 
provide opportunities for China’s government, and also give the pool of talented Chinese managers 
available.
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